In female mice, fertility and fecundity decrease progressively with ageing for unknown reasons. The time of day at which ovulation occurred and the time required for all the follicles to ovulate in young (10\p=n-\14weeks), middle-aged (9\p=n-\11months) and old (13\p=n-\15 months) female mice were compared under controlled lighting conditions (12 h dark to 12 h light) to determine the relationship between maternal age and reproductive loss. The number of oocytes present in the follicles and the ampullae were counted at intervals of 1 h after mating. In the groups of young and middle-aged mice, the percentage of oocytes ovulated into the ampullae increased gradually and reached almost 100% at 7 h after the midpoint of the dark period. Whereas, in the group of old mice, it took twice as long (15 h) to reach 100%. However, the mean number of total oocytes remained relatively unchanged (young, 14.8; middle-aged, 16.2; old, 13.8). The prolongation in the time required for all the follicles to ovulate in old female mice may therefore be associated with a low fertilization rate and consequently the age-related decrease in number of offspring produced.
Introduction
It is generally assumed that ovulation in mice occurs around, or just after, the midpoint of the dark period under natural or quasi-natural lighting conditions. However, some studies have shown a variety of ovulation times in several different strains of mice (Snell el al, 1940; Braden and Austin, 1954; Whitten and Dagg, 1961; Bingel and Schwartz, 1969; Krishna and Generoso, 1977;  Albanese, 1987; Boerjan and de Boer, 1990) . In an earlier experiment (Ishikawa et al, 1992) , it was found that in young female mice of the Jcl/ICR strain ovulation started around the midpoint of the dark period under a controlled 12 h light:12 h dark cycle. These different ovulation times may reflect differences among strains or various lighting conditions. Furthermore, it is possible that some of the appar¬ ent discrepancies are due to the ages of the mice rather than to differences among strains. Several reports have demonstrated that there is not an age-related decrease in the numbers of ovulated oocytes in mice (Biggers et al, 1962; Harman and Talbert, 1970; Gosden, 1975) , rats (van der Schoot, 1976; Matt et al, 1987a; Day et al, 1989 ) and hamsters (Thorneycroft and Soderwall, 1969;  Mizoguchi and Dukelow, 1981 (Snell et al, 1940; Edwards and Gates, 1959 (0-13) (Biggers et al, 1962;  Harman and Talbert, 1970; Gosden, 1975) . Ishikawa and Endo (1995) reported that, in middle-aged (9-11 months) and old (13) (14) (15) (Fugo and Butcher, 1966, 1971; Kamiguchi et al, 1979) . These reports indicate that the pre¬ ovulatory overripeness of ova in old female mice may be associated with fewer offspring. 
